Introduction {#S001}
============

Child poverty is a truly global injustice. It affects the lives of billions of children, in developing and developed countries (Batana, Bussolo, and Cockburn [@CIT0009]; Chzhen et al. [@CIT0014]). I will not investigate how child poverty should be conceptualised or measured on a global or domestic level, nor will I provide a thorough analysis of all the normative issues involved in child poverty (Schweiger and Graf [@CIT0062]). Instead I will restrict myself in this paper to exploring one concept, vulnerability, and how it can be used to understand the conceptual and ethical issues involved in child poverty and also to guide obligations towards poor children. Although I will sometimes also mention global child poverty -- child poverty in developing countries -- my main focus is on child poverty in developed countries and I will mainly rely on knowledge about child poverty in Europe.

Children's vulnerability {#S002}
========================

Vulnerability as a normative concept and in particular children's vulnerability receives increasing attention in philosophy (Hurst [@CIT0032]; Straehle [@CIT0069]; Mackenzie, Rogers, and Dodds [@CIT0043]). Here is not the place to discuss the complexity of the issues involved in defining vulnerability and the proposals that have been made to resolve them. I am concerned with the vulnerability of poor children and will only say what is necessary to understand the concept of vulnerability relating to this issue.

Let me begin by introducing the distinction between the inherent and situational vulnerability of children (Mackenzie, Rogers, and Dodds [@CIT0042]; Andresen [@CIT0003]). Using a narrow understanding, inherent vulnerability refers to natural -- or ontological -- features of children, which define them as children. Examples for this kind of vulnerability are particular developmental needs and the lack of certain abilities (cognitive, physical, emotional). Such inherent vulnerabilities of children make them prone to certain risks and show their inability to protect themselves. Situational vulnerabilities are the vulnerabilities that are based on social practices and norms. For example, the increased vulnerability children face form road traffic. A particular from of situational vulnerability is sometimes called 'pathogenic' (Mackenzie, Rogers, and Dodds [@CIT0042]), like the vulnerability of girls in a patriarchal society. Inherent and situational vulnerabilities are often intertwined, and situational vulnerabilities are based on, increase and exploit inherent vulnerabilities. A baby's body is highly vulnerable to physical force (inherent vulnerability) but the fact that some babies are at greater risk of being injured by abuse and corporal punishment is driven by social factors (situational vulnerability). Situational vulnerability can describe a more permanent status (such as in the case of patriarchy), which shapes the lives of particular children. It can also describe changing situations, which all children face more or less frequently (as in the case of road traffic). What is important to add here is that both inherent and situational vulnerability are somehow dynamic features, which change throughout childhood (Schweiger and Graf [@CIT0063]). As children grow up and acquire abilities, skills and knowledge their inherent and situational vulnerability changes, either because they themselves develop or because the social environment around them treats and views them differently when they are older. Some patriarchal norms and practices might not be so relevant in the lives of female babies, but they become relevant as they become girls and during the transition period on their way to womanhood (Blaise [@CIT0011]; Kehily [@CIT0036]). To view children's vulnerability as a dynamic rather than static feature implies that the vulnerability towards certain dangers decreases, while it increases towards other dangers.

Now I can say something about the relation between vulnerability, harm and ethics in general and specifically in regard to (poor) children's lives. Vulnerability itself is not necessarily a normative, ethical concept. It can be used descriptively only, though it also has a certain relation to ethics. What I have said so far, and what I will continue to lay out in this and the next section, is both conceptual and descriptive, and I will turn to the ethics aspect after that. In general vulnerability means that a person, a child in this case, is at risk of harm and is unable to sufficiently protect themself or to be sufficiently protected by others (Mackenzie, Rogers, and Dodds [@CIT0042]). Vulnerability is in itself not necessarily harmful -- although the experience of being vulnerable might be experienced as harmful -- but harm enters a child's life only if the child is vulnerable to that harm. If a child is more vulnerable than another child or adult it can mean different things: it can mean having an increased vulnerability towards a particular harm -- describing the likeliness of being harmed in this particular way. Or it can mean being vulnerable to being harmed more severely if the harm occurs -- describing the depth of vulnerability. Or it can be understood in the sense of being vulnerable towards more different types of harm -- describing the width of vulnerability. So, if a child is more vulnerable this can mean that they are more likely to be harmed (by one or more types of harm), or that the harm will be more severe. Both things can be important from an ethical point of view, but more needs to be known about the particular kinds of harm in question and how they are to be evaluated from an ethical perspective. In general, from a conceptual and ethical perspective, vulnerability is problematic insofar as ethically problematic harm is concerned and, because vulnerability is the channel for harm, they are connected. Now not all kinds of harm are problematic from an ethical point of view, and surely not all kinds of harm are equally problematic. Different ethical theories give different answers about which harm is deemed problematic and why. For example, for an egalitarian the unequal distribution of resources might be harmful, while for sufficientarians this is not always an ethical problem. Also some theories are more concerned with resources and others with capabilities, while a third ethical theory is all about subjective satisfaction. Some types of harm can be justified for a greater benefit like the harm of getting stung by a needle to receive beneficial medical treatment. I will come back to that later in this paper, where I will also say a bit more about harm. Here it is enough to point out that harm and vulnerability are connected and that by exploiting the vulnerability of the child something or someone is causing the harm. Vulnerability is one condition of possibility to be harmed (and to be harmed more severely or more often). This is important for the ethical evaluation of the vulnerability-harm relation and for considering the kind of response that should be sought after. Furthermore, I believe that it is necessary to look both at harms to children's actual well-being and to harms to their well-becoming (their future well-being). This dual perspective on well-being and well-becoming is of particular interest in the case of children since what happens during childhood has such a crucial influence on the future well-being as an adult, and I will also provide some evidence that growing-up in poverty often has long lasting negative effects.

Children in poverty {#S003}
===================

I now want to apply the concept of vulnerability to the situation of children in poverty and explore how it can help us to understand the ethical issues involved here. My approach here is a negative one, which means that I will not start with laying out a theory of justice for children or their moral claims and then apply it to child poverty. In contrast my approach is driven by an examination of child poverty using the lens of vulnerability. What is of ethical concern will emerge during this examination. In particular I want to make four points about the relationship between vulnerability and child poverty.

Firstly, children in poverty are children and as such are in need of protection. That seems obvious, but this is the first dimension of inherent and situational vulnerability, and we should not forget about it. That has three implications: firstly, they are a quite diverse group of beings, ranging from newborns to teenagers, and their inherent and situational vulnerabilities vary accordingly. So, if I paint the picture here of children's vulnerability in poverty, I am forced to do so with a broad brush, which cannot do justice to the differences based on development levels, abilities and characteristics of different age groups. Secondly, children's vulnerability is in general greater than that of adults (exceptions exist), and childhood is a particularly sensitive phase of life, which shapes future outcomes and prospects (Duncan et al. [@CIT0019]). Thirdly, children are in need of care and protection and thus they are highly dependent on other people and institutional settings (for example schools, health care) to meet their needs (C. Macleod [@CIT0045]; Mullin [@CIT0051]). The particular situational vulnerability of child poverty is on top of their general vulnerability and influences it, as well as their chances of experiencing harm.

Secondly, poverty is a situational vulnerability in children's lives. It is not an inherent feature of some children but is rather a social phenomenon. That comes in my opinion with several important implications, some of them not uncontroversial. Child poverty is multi-dimensional in that it is not only about money (or the income of the parents) but about multiple deprivations in many areas of a child's life (Biggeri, Trani, and Mauro [@CIT0010]; Boyden and Bourdillon [@CIT0012]). For the purpose of this paper, it is not important whether that deprivation is conceptualised and measured using capabilities, goods, needs or rights (Minujin et al. [@CIT0050]; Bastos and Machado [@CIT0008]; Alkire and Roche [@CIT0001]). The research evidence is convincing that poverty during childhood affects a wide range of goods (e.g. food, clothes, housing, sanitation) (Ridge [@CIT0057]; UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre [@CIT0070]; Boyden and Bourdillon [@CIT0012]) and that these deprivations can be and often are translated into physical, psychological, behavioural and social harm (e.g. lower health, depression, isolation, delinquency) (Ridge [@CIT0057]; Evans and Cassells [@CIT0020]; Ferguson, Bovaird, and Mueller [@CIT0022]; Yoshikawa, Lawrence Aber, and Beardslee [@CIT0076]). These are impressive examples of how situational and inherent vulnerabilities intertwine and how social factors exploit inherent vulnerabilities (children's bodies and minds). Furthermore, the situational vulnerability of child poverty does not affect all children (only those who are poor, obviously) and it is not the same for all poor children. This means that the situational vulnerability of poor children is further mediated (enhanced or diminished) by several other factors, which in turn can be understood as situational or inherent vulnerabilities if they are vulnerability-enhancers. On the one hand, examples for vulnerability-enhancers are disability or innate health issues (as a form of inherent vulnerability) or racial discrimination (as a form of situational vulnerability) (Shahtahmasebi et al. [@CIT0065]; Phung [@CIT0054]). Vulnerability diminishers, on the other hand, are for example strong social networks, well established social services, or innate psychological resilience factors (Felner and DeVries [@CIT0021]). Growing-up in poverty is not necessarily harmful for all children, and many of them develop well and are able to escape poverty in later life. These exceptions -- and they are exceptions both on the domestic and the global level -- do not speak against my claim that poverty makes children more vulnerable and that this vulnerability in most cases translates into some harms and disadvantages.

Thirdly, poverty is that kind of situational vulnerability, which affects other situational vulnerabilities. Borrowing a concept from Jonathan Wolff and Avner de-Shalit (Wolff and de-Shalit [@CIT0075]), poverty can be understood as a corrosive disadvantage, or, to stay in the conceptual language of this paper, a corrosive vulnerability. What is meant by that is that being poor affects the spaces and times of vulnerability where and within which children grow up, and that determines to which (additional) threats they become vulnerable. I mentioned earlier such situational vulnerabilities as the exposure to road traffic. In poor children's lives such risks and dangers can be more often present, or they are less protected and guarded from them. The corrosiveness can then lead to an accumulation of situational vulnerabilities. Examples, which I take from the empirical literature on child poverty are: the exposure to toxic environments (Wakefield and Baxter [@CIT0074]); to live in neighbourhoods with high crime rates (Livingston, Kearns, and Bannister [@CIT0039]); to grow up in families which experience all kinds of different problems (domestic violence, corporal punishment, alcoholism, drug use), (Goodman et al. [@CIT0024]; Hooper et al. [@CIT0030]; Wadsworth [@CIT0073]); early contact with drugs (Karriker-Jaffe [@CIT0035]), and anti-social behaviour by their peers (Zimmerman and Messner [@CIT0078]); having to go to less well-equipped schools and having overburdened teachers (Lupton [@CIT0041]; Auwarter and Aruguete [@CIT0006]), or being alone outside more often. These are some examples of situational vulnerabilities and poor children are exposed to these dangers and risks more often than their non-poor peers, and for unjust reasons.

Fourthly, poverty has a temporal dimension. On the one hand, poverty can be short-term or long-term, or even chronic. It can be a defining feature of a whole childhood (and life) or it can be a (temporary) situation that comes and goes while a child grows up. On the other hand, poverty can have short-term and long-term effects. This is connected to the duration of poverty but can be quite detached because shorter periods of (severe) poverty can have long-lasting effects. Research points in the direction of child poverty being only properly understood if it is seen in this light as (potentially) affecting the whole course of the child's life, something which makes the child vulnerable to a wide range of negative effects in later life as well. Growing up in poverty makes children vulnerable to embarking on a path of delinquency (Rekker et al. [@CIT0056]), lower educational achievements (McKinney [@CIT0048]), early pregnancy (Conrad [@CIT0015]), health problems in later life (Conroy, Sandel, and Zuckerman [@CIT0016]; Raphael [@CIT0055]) as well as adult unemployment and poverty (van Ham et al. [@CIT0071]; Mentis [@CIT0049]), which I have already mentioned. Periods of poverty have a negative impact on life expectancy and quality-adjusted life years (Huisman et al. [@CIT0031]; Duncan et al. [@CIT0019]). The pathways of how the situational vulnerability of poverty spills over to so many other areas of life and creates vulnerabilities, sometimes even years or decades after childhood, are not currently fully understood. It is likely that a combination of physical, psychological, and social factors comes together here (McEwen and McEwen [@CIT0047]), and that early poverty can have a significant influence on brain development (Kim et al. [@CIT0037]; Balter [@CIT0007]).

The ethical significance of poor children's vulnerability {#S004}
=========================================================

So far the work I have done in this paper was descriptive and analytical but it touched on many normative issues. But children's vulnerability is not always of particular ethical concern and some inherent and situational vulnerabilities are morally neutral, or even beneficial. Two aspects are of ethical concern though: that some children are more vulnerable than others for unjustified reasons, and that some children are less protected from harm than others. Harm and vulnerabilities are connected, as I mentioned in the first section of this paper, in that harm exploits vulnerabilities. Both are highly relevant for child poverty.

Now, on the one hand, child poverty, as I showed in the section before, creates several new situational vulnerabilities in children's lives, vulnerabilities which can finally translate into harm towards the physical, psychological and social well-being and well-becoming of children (Schweiger [@CIT0061]). On the other hand, as research also points out, children in poverty suffer several poverty and non-poverty related kinds of harm (or have a greater risk to suffer from them), because they are not sufficiently protected. With poverty related harm I mean such harm that is inherent in the nature of poverty. This harm is the direct result of the situational vulnerability of poverty. Examples for such harm include the lack of poverty-defining goods such adequate clothes, housing, food or toys (Ridge [@CIT0057]; UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre [@CIT0070]). Non-poverty related harm is harm which is not inherent in the poverty situation of the child -- it does not define poverty as poverty -- but which can also have causes other than poverty. The situational vulnerability of poverty, and the situational vulnerabilities it causes through its corrosiveness, makes it more likely that children would suffer from this harm and poverty can play a causal role in its occurrence, but that is not defining poverty nor is it necessary for the poverty situation of a child. Examples for such non-poverty related harm are health issues, behavioural problems, the experience of abuse and violence, or educational shortcomings and later unemployment.

For these issues to be a matter of justice, it needs to be established that the creation of these situational vulnerabilities and the actual occurrence of associated harm violate the moral claims of children and are thus unjustified (Schweiger and Graf [@CIT0062]). As I said in the beginning of this paper my approach here does not apply a fleshed-out concept of justice for children, or a fully developed ethical theory of their moral claims. Rather my approach is a negative and partial one, which started with an examination of the issues involved in child poverty through a conceptual analysis of vulnerability. The issues of children's increased vulnerability and how children in poverty are endangered in their well-being and well-becoming (Graf and Schweiger [@CIT0025]) compared to their non-poor peers emerged through this. Both the inequality between poor and non-poor children and the increased vulnerability and experience of several non-trivial types of harm through poverty signal an ethical problem and are in need of justification. Otherwise they are unjust. I suppose that many different ethical theories would converge on this conclusion, such as both a sufficientarian and an egalitarian account of justice for children (Macleod [@CIT0044]). While sufficientarianism would have no quarrel with some inequality between children (that some children are more vulnerable than others) as long as no child is too vulnerable, egalitarianism would assume roughly equal vulnerability of all children as just (assuming a certain level of vulnerability as just). So from the standpoint of sufficientarianism it is necessary to establish a threshold of well-being and well-becoming, to which all children are entitled to as a matter of justice (Schweiger and Graf [@CIT0062]). It would go beyond the scope of this paper to do that in detail but I believe that the evidence about the relation of vulnerability, harm and child poverty, which I discussed in the previous section, at least suggests, if not proves that child poverty harms children's well-being and well-becoming to such a degree that these children fall short of what they are entitled to as a matter of justice. Likewise I assume that egalitarians would assume that all children are indeed entitled to such a level of well-being and well-becoming, which is higher than those of children in poverty. I used a positive phrasing in the last sentences but the point can also be made in the conceptual language of vulnerability and harm. Sufficientarianism needs to establish a threshold of how much vulnerability and harm is ethically unproblematic, and I believe that the exercise of exploring the degree to which poor children are actually vulnerable and harmed, gives sufficient reasons to believe that they are too vulnerable and experience too much harm.

It is now the task of the rest of this paper to establish that this increased vulnerability and the harm associated with child poverty are indeed of ethical concern because they are unjustified. Furthermore, in the case of child poverty, it is important to treat it as a social phenomenon and not an individual case, and thus I am not concerned with individual cases but with the population of poor children. This shifts the attention, where it should be, onto the structural causes and factors which create and sustain poverty, both in developed and developing countries.

Now, plausible reasons that could justify some children being more vulnerable than others seem to comprise natural and unpreventable causes (such as a genetic disease); children's free and autonomous choices (which are only relevant for older and adult-like mature children); if tragic choices need to be made (for example in the case of organ transplantations if not enough organs are available), or if the children themselves or someone else will benefit significantly in the long-run (for example a risky surgical procedure or an organ donation). All of these cases can be tricky, and demand further scrutiny in some cases (for example, it needs to be established how to calculate the gains and losses of vulnerability). For the issue considered in this paper I am confident that the evidence is sufficient that such detailed analysis is not needed to reach a robust conclusion regarding the ethical status of child poverty as an unjust vulnerability and harm.

Child poverty is certainly not a natural condition but a social condition. Children are born into poverty or become poor not in the same way as they contract a disease or inherent their genome, but by social causes. It is worth noting that low health and disabilities can contribute to becoming poor or staying poor under such social conditions, where there is no sufficient (private or public) support, and social norms and practices can attach lower social status, class and other disadvantages to all different kinds of natural features and characteristics like sex, race or ethnicity. The social causes behind such inequalities are what need to be addressed and critically evaluated. Child poverty shows the following characteristics: poverty is a widespread phenomenon in all societies, but is particularly severe in developing countries. It is the result of the maldistribution of income and other resources between the members of a society, and between countries. In developed countries in particular enough income and other resources and assets are available that no one would need to be poor, and that is also not impossible on a global level. So, while poverty and inequality are closely tied, they are not the same. As Amartya Sen (Sen [@CIT0064]) has rightly pointed out, there is what he calls an 'absolute core' of poverty, which is different from inequality. It is possible that inequalities in income and other poverty defining goods exist, without there being any poverty. The opposite seems implausible: a world in which all are poor.

The underlying causes for child poverty are hard to disentangle, but I want to name some of the most important ones: economic inequalities based on unemployment and low wages combined with a lack of social welfare, which could compensate for this lack. In the background there are, in developed countries, structures of profit-maximisation, the penalisation of poverty (Wacquant [@CIT0072]); unequal access to and chances in the labour market competition and the extension of precarious work (Standing [@CIT0068]; Kalleberg [@CIT0034]; Chzhen [@CIT0013]); restructuring of the welfare system (Lødemel and Trickey [@CIT0040]; Schram et al. [@CIT0060]); the individualisation of responsibility for one's welfare and market success (Honneth [@CIT0029]); international and global changes in value chains (Levy [@CIT0038]); competition between countries (based on their labour force, tax systems, natural resources etc.), which pressures them to lower welfare standards and to deregulate labour standards (Hermann [@CIT0027]; Shin [@CIT0066]), and, finally, the lack of fair tax systems, which allow rich individuals and corporations to avoid taxation and to maximise their labour-free incomes based on financial and other assets (Sayer [@CIT0101]). Obviously, nearly all of these factors are not directly related to children and their situation but rather target and pressure adults (as individuals and families), and their precarious situation then spills over to their children. But there are also important groups of children in poverty (in developed countries), who suffer directly: children in foster care, unaccompanied minor refugees, street children without a (functioning) family background and older children who have assumed responsibility for themselves. For all these structural factors and background conditions (one might call them structural injustices (Young [@CIT0077])) children are not responsible and they are in a particularly weak position to change them or to improve their situation. On a global scale, the birth privilege is immense, and also within developed countries life chances are largely determined by the parents (but state institutions can do a lot to improve chances and to reach more equality of opportunity).

It is also highly implausible to attribute any responsibility to the children themselves for their poverty. On the one hand, childhood is a phase that deserves special protection and that influences if, when and how children should be held responsible for their actions. Younger children lack the abilities, knowledge and skills to make rational choices for themselves and they are in need of guidance in many aspects of their lives. But autonomy and rationality are preconditions to being held responsible. Both develop during childhood, and there are valid reasons to treat children differently also in respect to those choices which they make and in those areas of their lives where they are competent to make these choices. Competence is not the single important benchmark here, but is a reason to let children safely experiment and to provide them with more room to make mistakes, and to learn from those mistakes that there are also other important aspects of the process of growing-up and becoming autonomous (Anderson and Claassen [@CIT0002]; Franklin-Hall [@CIT0023]). On the other hand, the structural background conditions, mentioned above, which cause and sustain (child) poverty are well out of the reach of children, whether or not they are competent in some areas of their lives. Children are not in a position to alter them effectively, because they are born into them and growing up poor affects them, their abilities, knowledge and skills in so many ways. This does not mean that all poor children are completely helpless -- they are when they are very young -- and that they do not comprehend their situation. Children are often well aware of their own social status and that of their family and they often develop ways to cope and deal with their situation with the aim to improve it. The phenomenon of 'young carers' is one of many examples that shows how skilful, resourceful and resilient children can be when they face adversity (Rose and Cohen [@CIT0058]). Others choose a path of aggression, violence and delinquency, which can severely damage their life chances (Rekker et al. [@CIT0056]).

Regarding the question of whether child poverty might also have some benefits for the children themselves or others it seems necessary to mention three points. Firstly, children in poverty do not profit either short-term or long term from growing up poor; it is, as shown throughout this paper, the other way around. Growing up poor is often a lifetime disadvantage and increases vulnerability throughout the course of life. Secondly, it is hard to think of any other agent to profit from child poverty. Their parents certainly do not, and also for communities and the state child poverty is costly (Holzer et al. [@CIT0028]; Attree [@CIT0005]). Though, thirdly, it is not as if no one profits from child poverty (Hatcher [@CIT0026]), directly and indirectly. Children in poverty are a cheap labour force, they are exploited globally, used as organ donors, criminalised and penalised and put in privatised for-profit institutions, and they can be used as scapegoats to justify social control over them and their families. It is not hard to see that these kinds of profit are not justifiable as reasons to produce or sustain child poverty, because they do not benefit anyone worse-off than the children in poverty, the benefits achieved for others are certainly not of such ethical importance (it is overwhelmingly a case of dirty money made by people who could earn their living in other ways), and the children, and their care givers, have either no real opportunity to choose against being exploited.

Lastly, it is important to point out that I approach this from a child-centred perspective, which is not about the parents or the family as the unit of concern. This has two implications. Firstly, parents might play a role in their children (and themselves) being poor, which deserves blame. They could have made bad decisions or leave their children deprived although they could do better. I suppose that this is not very often the case, and that in the vast majority of cases, the parents are not to be held responsible for themselves or their children being poor. Rather, research shows that parents make all kind of sacrifices to protect their children from poverty and to provide for them as well as possible (Main and Bradshaw [@CIT0046]; Russell, Harris, and Gockel [@CIT0059]). In this respect, I do not think that a family-centred analysis would come to significantly different results. Still, I believe it is important to focus on the child and her well-being (and vulnerability and harm), and to respect her in her own right. Secondly, that said, the family is certainly a very important mediator and facilitator. The family can protect children in poverty from many poverty-related and non-poverty-related types of harm and reduce the situational vulnerability significantly. Likewise, the family is an important place, where vulnerabilities and harm are created and sustained. The actions of the parents, and siblings and other family members, can be severely harmful and dangerous, and families can become spaces of extensive vulnerability, for example when domestic violence and abuse are frequent and family life is overshadowed by an atmosphere of fear, broken promises, humiliation or aggression.

What I tried to establish in this section, was that child poverty, by creating vulnerabilities and making children more likely to be harmed and to be less well protected against them (compared with other children), is of ethical concern and this establishes it as an injustice. Child poverty is unjust because it makes children more vulnerable, and more often harmed, for unjustified reasons since today's societies are shaped by social, cultural, political, and most importantly economic factors and background conditions beyond the reach of children and their families.

Conclusion: responding to child poverty {#S005}
=======================================

In the concluding section of this paper I will now turn my attention to ethical responses to child poverty. Four points are important here. Firstly, although there is very good research on child poverty and what it does to children, there is much less research on the main causes for (child) poverty at a country and global level and the causation is less well understood. To research the lives of children and their families is, it seems, easier than to find out why they are in this position beyond stating individual characteristics and factors (low income, unemployment, health issues, single mothers), which do not uncover the underlying causes. Rather, I would want to say, research on such individual risk factors is concerned with symptoms and not the real underlying problems and their causes (O'Connor [@CIT0053]).

Secondly, if child poverty is such a threat to children's well-being and well-becoming, as I have shown in this paper so far, then it is imperative to safeguard children and to protect them. But if the underlying causes for their poverty are not well understood it appears that the responses to child poverty are also merely treating symptoms. Or, to put it differently, the causes of child poverty should be eradicated, but for that structural changes are needed.

Thirdly, if that is not possible, out of reach or simply not on the political agenda, then it still remains an ethical imperative to do as much as possible to protect poor children, to enable them to escape their poverty and to protect them from the many kinds of harm which could follow from their situational vulnerability of being poor. That is where the huge arsenal of social policy and social work enters the lives of poor children and their families. Policies and social work can have a huge positive impact but, unfortunately, as I have already mentioned, they are under attack and policies are restructured to serve neoliberal agendas (Jensen and Tyler [@CIT0033]; Crossley [@CIT0017]). Such restructuring reduces the effectiveness of services for poor children and instead, unjustifiably but powerfully, blames their parents (Simpson, Lumsden, and McDowall Clark [@CIT0067]).

And, fourthly, social policies and social work are themselves pervaded by ethical issues. I want to mention a few of them to conclude this paper: The effects of policies and methods of working with children are sensitive, and there is always a distinct possibility they enhance the vulnerabilities or inflict harm on some children even if they achieve the opposite in other children. Differential outcomes based on several factors (age, gender, family structure, health, disability, race) must be dealt with if justice for all children is the desired goal. Then, the state and its institutions as well as social workers and other professionals are often in a position of power in contrast to children and their families. There is a distinct danger of abuse in such relations of inequality and dependency, and experiences of humiliation and infantilising are common. This is also connected to issues of paternalism and tutelage. While there is room for paternalism towards children *qua* them being children (Mullin [@CIT0052]), and also because they are vulnerable and harmed if they are poor, paternalism is neither always justified nor should it be applied without sensitivity and respect. And, most often it is not the child who is targeted but their parents and care-givers. Finally, under circumstances of scarce (material and human) resources it is necessary to prioritise some children and families over others based on differential evaluation of their vulnerabilities and potential types of harm (Dixon and Nussbaum [@CIT0018]). Such decisions face several difficulties, some of which are epistemic (what is and can be known about the child and its situation and about the likely effects to be expected), while others are ethical (how should vulnerabilities and harm be ranked and what conclusions are to be drawn from the empirical evidence available) or political (how do certain policies spill over into other policy areas, what ideological assumptions lie behind certain policies).

The framework of vulnerability laid out here might help to navigate and resolve some of these ethical issues, for example by putting the priority on corrosive vulnerabilities and those children who are the most vulnerable. But that needs to be left to another occasion.
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